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ABSTRACT 

One teacher's experience with changes in writing 
skills and attitudes while teaching writing led to studies of the 
experiences of three female graduate student writing tutors with 
widely varying backgrounds working in a university tutorial service. 
One was a student from a blue collar family who had entered college 
&s a mature student; one had previously been a nurse; the third had a 
solid academic background with coursework in linguistics and writing. 
It was found that their teaching experience during the school year 
significantly changed their own writing processes and their attitudes 
about writing. Each tutor had an Individual style and continued to 
develop her own repertoire of writing strategies. The tutors found 
that despite differing backgrounds and proficiency levels, the 
conceptual tasks in writing became more complex. The study emphasized 
how active engagement in teaching writing is a rich source of 
information about the writing process for the teacher as well as for 
the student. (MSE) 
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2 How Teaching Writing Can Affect Our Own 
2 Writing Process 

^0 Tom Miller 
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tntroolectsosi 

Severe! yean ago, wink doiaggiadaMs^ 
had the opportunity to work as a tutor fcc Cartetoa UarvoeMtyli Writing 
Tutorial Service. The cxperieaw 111 MwJ Iwwfflli-Hfce liM l ipMrit 
however, and yet the own eedaMg, wae the degree to wh scM attded 
my own writiin process. Suddenly I famed myself uoeoag richer, better 
structured, more articulate papa*. 

The traaaformation, atHrtbtlees, wee act at m tf cm There were 
many firise Hem, nope, and even regnamMu Atfitalbeeaeweoofer- 
whelmed by ray exposure to the teachief of writiat m uuumiI MM 
rather than product-centred that the very act of pafeg pea to paper 
became an aweeome one. The Matte wai not to <^ -,l ""*J?"!* 
ray, but more in the "how." I wee peratyied by the cadtess possfoftfks, 
by the esempUstk nature of language, the maay eemaatk chaafei thbl 
could be made on the word, sentence, parsgrapbkww,eed onto the first 
through to the last draft. Indeed, the hiaflhtrtinrt setf<uasciousnfas and 
the heady power that came of beiag able to ejua*ta* facets of tte writing 
process did more to discourage den encourege fiaeacy. 

Yet as the academic year progressed, strategies which I introduced lo 
my students such as writing to discover one's meaning, using talk as a 
heuristic and allowing for incubation periods between drafts provided 
valuable litmus tests which helped to feed and support my own efforts. 
And eventually my many stops and starts bore fruit It aH seemed to have 
been a part of a necessary stage of growth— a certain Piagetian de- 
centring of the self— during which time the heuristics enabled me to 
move out and beyond myself, to view things from others' vantage points 
and to see things not just for what they were, but more significantly, for 
q ivhat they might be. p 
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Soon I began to wonder if this wis tht case for other tutors as weM 
Consequently. I decided to conduct a study investigating potential 
changes in the attitudes and processes of three of the next year's tutors. 
The following, presented as three separate case studies, is a synopsis of 
my findings. 
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The three tutors involved in this pilot study were all female volunum, 
and graduate Fellowship students who were required to do » greit deal 
of writing as part of their course work; otherwise, they were fix 
diverse backgrounds. One was a "mature student" with grade m 
cation, another had been an R.N. before attending university, wh „ *he 
third had a solid academic background with courses in linguistics and the 
writing process." 

At the beginning of the academic year the tutors attended a workshop 
as part of their training for the Writing Tutorial Service during which 
time they were given an introduction to the theory of creativity, the 
composing process, recent research findings, as well as a bibliography 
outhning the most pertinent studies in the field of writing (Freedman, 

kV-L WUh theWy ^ ,uton * vere m » P 0 * 1 * 0 " to «P*ore 
tne pedagogical implications and begin to apply them to the various 
writing problems students may have. 

The subjects were first interviewed after this training session, but 
before fcqr began their teaching duties, and then again i. /eral times 
throughout the school year. Each tutor's profile is prefaced with a de- 
scription of her socio-economic background as well as a summary sketch 
of ner personality. Included also are their initial thoughts and feelings 
about being a tutor because I believe their responses would reveal, to a 
great mm, what :hey considered the act of writing to be, thus helping to 
flesh out their personal writing profiles. All in all. what quickly became 
apparent as the tutorial year progressed was that the teaching of writing 
can and does affect our own writing process-regardless of one's own 
particular level of discursive maturity. 

Tutor Profile* I: Brenda 

Socio-economic Background and Personality Profile 

Brenda came from a blue collar background and was the first of her 
family to attend university. She left high school at the end of grade nine 
and after a varied work history, which included everything from driving 
a tractor-trailer to working as a medical secretary, she entered university 
ps a mature student. She completed an undergraduate degree with a 
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■M^or in Ei«1Wi ud a dooMe awMr m Sociokity Md Piystetocjr, Md 
fen enrolled in an MA programme ia EaghseL t . 

There was ftde empkn* pieced upon ^«**£*^J* 
Men in Kendal kome life uA very fen [*2^J£~*£ 

rtspoasibte for ae«tin| her own oen« of academicieteence. Me 
truly self-made and justifiably prowl of ft. Yet, l*^**^™"* 
difficult kKjhk*, -he tended to ^"•^^Tj? 
somewhat rigid in her view*. At tint she ^ reta ^*^*! 

became of the -uafnendy" atoioepbere * "f 31 ^ * * Xl£ 
venhy she attended. However, M cooldatohave be«dKto*efcO 
that Brenda had to work to hard to develop her own tden 
either unwilling to share them, or did not le^M*"""*** 
and consequently did not want to expose lierselftocrnlckwtnmecennriy. 



Brenda waa fairly confident about her own writing capabib^but 
wr at a bit of a loss when asked to articulate 
be like teaching others. "How the heO can yon dl aayoae how to 
write?-! gaess perhaps by starting wth the tnoojnt that everyone needs 
confidence." She found do sspect of the writing process any more 
cult than the others. She did, however, require as much tune as poanwe 
for each assignment (eg. six weeks for a fifteen to twenty-five page 
paper). 

Once she decided upon * topic she did extensive research of the 
primary sod especially of the secondary texts-often wrtong out iarge 
chunks of the critical texts "vertsum." Tnis seemed to be 

about her own powers of selectivity, nor her ability toformubj i ttwnes, 
sl*neoiedtoania»ag«eatdeMof"wti*o^ ta*eo\* 
was perhaps a way not only for Brenda to acquire ideas, b« alio to find 
the appropriate clothing, or vehicles fix the expression. 

After having amaased "reams of notes" she ^' 
reduction processes and shaped, selected and organized her material to 
m^SoTher topic. Eventually she 
indicating relevant supportini material. Then she allowed the material an 
incubation period of several days. 

By this point, three-quarters of the time allotted to the essay had been 
given over to the feneration and «^™<*«~^\ 
surt the sctual drafting, writing long hand and dmiMe^naced. She could 
not reallv state the usual number of iough drafts she wrote, but knew totx 

\> ™t s lot of time making a myriad of changes from the word level 



to the actual structure of the piece itself, and would "cm and paste" when 
warranted to improve the overall meaning. Once the good draft finally 
evolved, and still working long hand, she turned her attention to mechan- 
kal changes such as spelling and punctuation. Then she typed up her 
draft, making no changes at this stage, and finally the paper was ready for 
submission. 



What mart* Tamgkt Brenda A tee* Her Own Writing Pnom 

Through talking and working with her students, helping them become 
more aware of different writing strategies, Brenda suddenly realized that 
the amount of work she put into a project was not really "goal-directed." 
I sat there and thought, "what am I copying this page verbatim for when 
I don't even know what it says-and all because I think it might be 
important" She decided to "take a chance and not do as much research. 
It's fantastic! It really is! I have more lists now. it's taking more time 
because I'm being more cautious that I don't leave anything out and 
beceuse I am changing my method. Before, I'd get at least 70 pages of 

00,65 bcforeI wouW even "y k something in there?! It's a 

more aggressive approach. It's no longer getting all these quotes-and 
then having to pad around them " 

As a result of encouraging others to actively engage with their material 
and to have confidence in their own thoughts and intuitions, Brenda 
realized that she needed to heed her own advice. By the end of the school 
year she fe l more satisfied with, and more in control of her writing. She 
spent less time needlessly copying chunks of prose. And rather than 
amassing pages of notes per text, she had only four or so more meaning- 
ful ones. 

Faced with having to do a new assignment, the research for her thesis 
topic she did, however, momentarily regress. "With the first critical text 
I wrote it out word for word. I had almost thirty pages of notes." 
Nevertheless she recovered quite quickly and "with the next few berks I 
became more selective: I tried to make general statements with a few 
quotes." When last I spoke with her, she was very pleased and confident 
that her thesis would be finished well within the deadline that she had set 
for herself. 



Tutor Profile #2: Joan 

Socio-economic Background and Personality Profile 

Joan came from a middl- iss background and was one of the first of 
her family to attend university. As a child she was encouraged to read 
and use the local library although there was not a great deal of attention 
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paid to the exchanging of ideas, nor to writing. After high school Ac 
became an !Mi,worttedrbrayw,artthen decided to tawdaoivwig 
with the intention of eventually leaching nursing. During 
studied philosophy and English and loved It" She we*ontocomp*e 
a deffee not in Science oat in Eaghth. and *ea wanton lodoa MA » 
Canadian Studies, focusing on Canadian literature and history. 

Joan was a dedicated worker, thoagk not particalafly ant ^Jafldrnr 
she always seemed to ted the need to apotoanc far, or pa> te 
statements. Nor was the given to acting aprjeaaneomty. She anpiuacnarl 
life and new idem with great cantJon and, on the wec*e,it*aifcracang 
irietlwdicallyaiidcpeta^ 

Writing ProcatBmkwe Tutoring 

Joan liked wiWng but fouiid hdtffic^ 
have to be forced into doing it" Nor did she ever ^^^j"^?* 
More often than not she was haanted by the nagging <t**** 
ever be able to get something imapletodT She greeted the proapect ot 
teaching writing with the thought that "When yon teach ao«a*higyoa 
can't help but learn." She was afraid, however, to deal with testation 
of fftmnuu. Her knowledge of grammar was amove; mererore a* 
bought several grammar and coayoeMon books hoping to "b one ap,^ 
but fourid them *1oo boring to«ad"Sheeettta 
that if she was unable to help her students tee then pobkM» mm she 
would "give them something titty can read." 

Once Joan selected her topic for an BUfignmrnt *he began hen««ivh 
by examining primary and secondary sources, guided by her tome 
choice. Each notation was written out in hill a"*^^* 0 ""*"^ 
by the appropriate page number. After her reatarch wm completed, 
which normally took two-thirds of the time allotted for the a taigarfipnt, 
she transformed her notes into a highly fonnafaed outline, beginmng 
wim a thesn statemem and folkjwed by su^ 

Eventually she turned the outline into the first and cnr> draft. She 
wrote longhand and singfc-speced, and had to start vrim the ft* pa»- 
graph of her introduction. As she pioceeded she waned for each ideal 
word, phrase, se-itence and paragraph. After much labour the piece was 
ready to be typed and at this point she did little or no correcting save to 
add or delete a line. 



What Tutoring Taught Joan Abomt Her Own Writing Procea 
Several months into the school year Joan admitted, "I have a fcirly 
O Ktferly way of approaching writing and 1 know it puts a lot of pressure 

FRir 
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on me. It was not until she wis hoed with an assignment 'a a new 
discipline, however, that she felt the need to abandon some of her old 
writing strategies. The task was to compare a biographical to a narrative 
•count of history and it was her responsibility to decide which of her 
nndingswere pertinent. There were no critical texts to turn to and she 
round herself "collecting a mass of notes" and "paralyzed by all the 
information." 

Forced to chart her own territory, she decided that her only option 
wis to begin writing in order to discover what it wis she wanted to say 
It was, indeed, a case of Britton's "shaping at the point of utterance" 
(Bntton, 1980:24). First she tried to list ail the points that interested her 
and then she narrowed her focus to two areas. This then became a 
"sketchy ouume"-i very different approach compared to the hiahh- 
wrought product she wis ustd to producing. 

With this do« she thought, "HI just sun writing again and see what 
nappens. Not prepared to throw ill caution to ihe wind, she continued 
to single space her writing but she no longer waited for the "right word." 
«r something displeased her, her internal editor merely underlined thine 
she felt were awkward at the time. "I had to keep saying to myself, tfw 
draftyou are just working on ideas" All in all, she "was surprised it 
turned out so well-it still needs fishing- nevertheless, |\e never 
written an essay so quickly - Nor had she "ever had an essay this far 
•long w it li a week to go HI put it uway and then come back to it" 

Soon this change in writing strategies began to spill over even into 
tarohar territory for Joan. In attempting to develop a thesis for a lengthv 
Canadian hterature paper she "sat down and tried to vrite out some 
Noughts. It was very helpful and I was very excited about it because I 
had never done this for an English paper before." She started keeping a 
journal of ideas for this new piper because "I guess I was so over- 
whelmed w„h what I had to do, and there were so many conflicting 
'deas, I thought at least I'll be keeping track of my own questions." 

Committed though she was to her new writing strategy. Joan felt it 
had not worked for her history paper and she was "not sure why" 
Ultimately, when written for a university course, the measure of a paper's 
worthis in the mark it receives. In this case it received a B rather than an 
A. Needless to say, there could be many reasons for this result. Perhaps 
the paper was awarded less than she had anticipated due to insufficient 
time dedicated to the exploration and organization of her ideas and the 
railure to present them as cogently and precisely as her professor desired 
men again she may not have been aware of all the rules one must follow 
to give a discipline, in this case history, its desired written identity The 
acquismon of a new discipline, as we have come to realize, particularly 
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with recent research tracing the petfonmnce 
a highly complex sHhir. The writerh^jonute ™* 
adjustments and a»milatio« ""^j^ 0 ^ 
scious level. (Freedman et al, fwthcommg). Indeed, John Down **> 
S states the cm when he my. about * « ■ 

seme, certainty -bout experience" (Dixon, 1974*3). 
Retard**, instinctively Joan wtad that 

vdulbte^ She ^•^^^tl 
for Onndian Literature. Just like Brenda, by the J"J 
Joan felt more in control of her awetion and she » "J* 

sorting her ongoing thoughts bee use "it forces you to clarify and to 
see your problems." 

Both Anna's parents were profcaaionals wbt* "ottortoogue w 
Polish. By her account, she spent an almoat kJvU-c du^-j. Ume 
2d wid, reading, poetry and muaic. Writing ™^**Z* 
important part of her life as well. and for « ^ 
Kdkept . d-ry wd written poetry. In high »chool ^ ^ ^ 
courses in writing, and her undergrade-* work 
Sties. BeforTsUrting her M.A. programme in Quart*. Lrtemture 
she spent two years in Africa with CUSO teaching ESL 

Anna was a very conscientious student Artic^ aiid pace^and 
highly committed to conversation, she was always more than ready to 
„plore ideas, the particulars of her individual courart, and the nature of 
he r writing prvcess. She had an eckcuc nature and iiiore so than the 
ciriuZ ^ motivation seemed to be her insatiable cunemty 
for knowledge. 

Writing Procns Befort Tearing 

Unlike the other two tutors, Anna had taken an underpnduate course 
with Dr. Aviv. Freedman exploring the writing process. Be«userftte 
experience Ann. was very conscious of »be compkx.nes andthe : hnks 
between reading, thinking and writing. In the P^^jUw^kept. 
diary, but after uking the above course sne felt she had be«i jpven 
"permission" to expand it into a journal in which she could explore ner 
ttTsTwas anxious to be a tutor and wanted the opportunuy to 
bring out things students have" and make them "^w.reof ^ 
proAss." She felt that it took a long time to "gain «>mrol ofher o wn 

£ y ,nd «s a tutor she could "aid in giving others this direction. 
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In general. Anna was fairly confident about her writing. However to 
write effectively she had to have the following-as much time as po»- 
ble, and U* tension that is created by a deadline. Unlike the other tutors, 
she mentioned that her topic choice was always guided by the professors' 
preferences, which she gleaned through deduction and intuition. In bet, 
Anna had a heightened awareness of her audience-a crur ial dimension 
of effective writing and often one of the last to be acknowledged and 
developed. She spent a great deal of time discussing with me what she 
felt her processors and the individual disciplines required of her strug- 
gling to articulate her thoughts so that they would best suit those 
expectations. 

After her topic was chosen, Anna turned to her primary text(s). Dur- 
ing her first reading she normally made notes and, guided by her topic, 
marked relevant passages. At the same time she jotted down pertinent 
thoughts that came to m.nd. Nor was this an exercise that was limited to 
just her writing time": she w,s well aware that her topic could pop into 
her mind at any moment and tried to be ready to record whatever 
suddenly and consciously surfaced from her creative unconscious There- 
fore^ even a tiny, yet pertinent scrap of paper" might be added to the 
pile or information that she gathered for an a&ignment. She rarely 
went to secondary sources, and then only after most of her thoughts on 
the topic had jelled. 

Once her research was completed, Anna ^ent back and re-read her 
notes and the marked passages with the purpose of establishing some 
sense ofd.rec«,on. Ideally, the material suggested its intended sense and 
shape Then she wrote not a point form outline, but more a sketch of her 
intended thesis and the areas she ~ou>d She wrote long-hand, 
aouble-spaced, and had to start with her .ntroduction as her "way into" 
her material. Even if this introduction was eventually scrapped, it was a 
necessary exercise, an outline, that helped her chart the territory she 
intended to cover. Finally, Anna wrote as many drafts as she thought 
were necessary and would even make changes-mechanical as well as 
structural -while typing the final product 

What Tutoring Taught Anna About Her Own Writing Process 

By the end of her tutorial year Anna could point to two major changes 
m her writing process The first was that she tended to g.ve her drafts 
more incubation time She had allowed for some such time in the past 
though ,. ,s noteworthy that it was no, something she mentioned* 
being a part of her wnting process at the beginn.ng of the year), but now 
as she »ys^| see the degree of time as being more important." And 
second, because of being more conscious of the writing process, I feel 
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rve been more successful in separating myself as writer from myself as 
critic^ For instance, there were times when Td think, "Oh! that doesn't 
sound right" and would immediately attempt to revise, thus jeopardizing 
the flow of creativity. Or she felt somewhat inhibited and "just didn't 
allow myself to engage in writing to discover. Now I just aim to get mere, 
to write to a certain point and then go back and look at it critically * 

On the whole "I write a bit faster says Anna, "but the process is 
longer— I spend more time and they are better papers." Nevertheless, 
after her year as a tutor, she finds writing an even "greater burden" now. 
Other than wanting "to succeed and do an ultimate job," there is also the 
added dimension of being "more aware of the complexities involved 
And i think of the time you spend, of the possibilities for people coming 
here '.o the Writing Tutorial Service— and then you stwt to think of the 
possibilities for yourself— it snowballs!" 



Conclusions and Implications 

We can see then, that as a result of teaching writing, each tutor did 
change her writing process significantly. And it was the experience 
gained teaching in the tutorial service that afforded the tutors a grater 
mastery over their craft. 

Brcnda soon realized that writing is, in fact, a thinking process and that 
she needed to have more faith in her own thoughts and feelings, her own 
responses. Therefore, rather than continuing to cowtruct essays out of 
masses of notes she had copied "verbatim," she began to rely upon her 
own academic centre of reference. And even though active engagement 
with htr material seemed to require more of her, it was not resented, but 
viewed rather as a necessary part of the new-found control ths* [pre- 
viously seemed to elude her. 

Similarly, Joan recognized that her writing process failed to get at the 
heart of the matter— to put herself in touch with her own vital iiexus of 
thoughts and feelings out of which effective prose must grow. She aban- 
doned some of her old writing strategies which "put a lot of pressure" on 
her, such as developing a rigid outline, and demanding of herself a 
perfect, first and only draft. Instead, she began to keep a journal of ideas, 
to free-write, and brainstorm, thus allowing herself to discover and 
explore what it was she wanted to say. 

Even Anna, who had, as Don Murray would say, 4 the feel of writing," 
(Murray, 1980:67) felt the need to change her writing process. In the past 
she had a tendency to prune her writing before it had been allowed to 
take shape. Interaction with her students, however, emphasized the val'ie 
r* ine's work reach a certain maturity before critically analyzing 
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its content. As well, she provided for* longer iocubttion periods between 
drafts, thus distancing hrrself from her writing and making for a more 

objective view. 

In turn, our analyses of the changes that took place in the writing of 
these three tutors over the year also led us to make some further, more 
general observations. First, it is dear that there is no one correct 
approach to writing. Each tutor had an individual style, continued to 
develop her own repertoire of writing strategies, and yet managed to 
successfully meet her course requirements. Indeed, our own frame of 
reference, our individuality, usually determines the choices *ve make on 
the macro as well as the micro level: to a great extent what and how one 
writes is a inflection of who and what one is. This then leads us to ask 
whether or not there migh: be a correlation between a particular person- 
ality and the quality of writing being produced. For example, did Anna 
write rich, articulate prose because she had an eclectic personality, 
because she enjoyed, to paraphrase the poet Tony Connor, "creating & 
jungle rrd then exploring it*? (Murray, 1978:87). And will future 
research actually reveal a correlation between a particular personality or 
psychological type aad preference in writing strategies? For instance, 
would an "extravert," to use Jung's categories, be naore inclined to free 
write and brainstorm than an "intraverT? Or would it depend upon the 
task at hand and the nature of the discipline? These and many other 
questions remain unanswered. What is apparent is that it is impera Jve to 
view writers as individuals and to devise our teaching methods 
accordingly. 

Secondly, what we have gleaned from our study of the three tutors s 
tha» no matter how much writing experience one may have, writing is 
rarely easy work. Because we keep growing as writers, our tasks can and 
do become conceptually more complex. And as they become more 
complex, the greater the imaginative leaps we, as writers, are required to 
make. In fact, sometimes we can become lost in the rarefied air of the 
abstractions— as was the case for Joan and her first history paper—and it 
may take us a while to find our bearings. Even our most proficient writer, 
Anna, found that heightened knowledge and experience on many fron- 
tiers does not make a writing assignment any easier. The more one 
know;, the more ther* is to be assimilated and translated into meaning. 
The end result may '<* richer and more dynamic, but there is still the 
enormous and very often time-consuming tr.sk of trying to capture, as 
Browning would say. "the infinite within the finite," We do. it is true, 
reach certain levels of discursive matunty; but if our writing tasks do 
become different, or more complex, we are then require to travel in a 
new direction— to stretch farther and higher We never really become 
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"fished writer per se. but are continually tea Hate of bccomint- 
rooving into and out of more complex suges of development ^ 

The final observation from this study « that m>** £ £ 
writing, we need to be writers, personally mbudy,^ kno^edr we 
explicftiy claim" (Watson, 1980:24). Active n»J 
process itself is perhaps one of the -xh»Mources of rfM 
The writini process we have to tap. Indeed, tins is probably *nyour 

teaching writing, but writers teaching wnting-a (tetinctton Hut is 
becoming, it seems, more and more significant 
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